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EDUCATION IN CHINA AT A GLANCE 
Don Pottorff 
Recently, I had the opportunity to travel to the Peoples' Republic of China as a 
member of a North American Reading Delegation at the invitation of the Chinese 
Ministry of Education. The trip was sponsored by the Citizens Ambassador People to 
People Program, funded by the Eisenhower Foundation. The purpose of the trip was 
to provide a forum for Chinese and American educators to share their research and 
current teaching practices in reading/language arts. The thirty-six member delegation 
was led by Dr. Richard Anderson from Western Illinois University. 
In seventeen days we visited sixteen schools: seven primary schools, two middle 
schools, two high schools, two universities, a school for the learning disabled, a 
school for the hearing impaired, an adult education night school, and the National 
Institute of Education and Research. 
Organization of Chinese Schools 
Chinese schools consist of three components not so unlike our own: primary 
schools (grades one through six), middle schools (grades seven through nine), and 
high schools (tenth through twelfth grades). Schools are in session five and a half 
days per week, from early September into July. Some vacation days are 
incorporated into this schedule, including a winter break of approximately three 
weeks. School is compulsory through ninth grade. 
School usually begins at 8:00A.M., often with an exercise class. Middle and high 
school students attend six required classes per day; most students attend two 
optional classes as well. Class periods for middle and high school students are forty-
five minutes, with ten-minute breaks between classes; those of primary children are 
forty minutes, with fifteen-minute breaks. All students spend much time in 
preparation for exams, which they must pass to be promoted. Only students who 
pass comprehensive examinations are able to enroll in high school and college. 
The high school curriculum typically includes nine basic courses. Of these, only 
Chinese, math and English are taught six days per week. English appears in the 
curriculum somewhere between third and sixth grade. Chemistry, politics, 
geography, biology, history and physics are taught less than six days per week. At 
graduation from high school, a student will have completed four years of chemistry, 
biology and physics, considerably more than most American students. Pacing, 
however, is considerably slower, because a great deal of emphasis is placed on 
understanding and mastery. Two years of chemistry, for example, may well equate 
to no more subject matter than is taught during one year in an American school. 
Labs for such classes were nowhere apparent. 
Students attend four classes in the morning, followed by a two-hour lunch break, 
and then two more required classes after lunch. These are followed by optional 
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c o u r s e s ,  s u c h  a s  p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  a r t ,  m u s i c ,  c r a f t s ,  a n d  v o c a t i o n a l  c l a s s e s .  M o s t  
s t u d e n t s  a t t e n d  t h e  o p t i o n a l  c l a s s e s .  
S t u d e n t s  r e m a i n  i n  t h e  s a m e  c l a s s r o o m  a l l  d a y  f o r  a l l  r e g u l a r  c l a s s e s ,  a n d  
t e a c h e r s  m o v e  f r o m  c l a s s r o o m  t o  c l a s s r o o m  t o  t e a c h  t h e i r  s p e c i a l t i e s .  B e y o n d  t h e  
b e g i n n i n g  e l e m e n t a r y  g r a d e s ,  t h e r e  a r e  n o  c l a s s e s  p e r  s e  i n  r e a d i n g ,  b e c a u s e  
r e a d i n g  i s  t a u g h t  t h r o u g h  c o n t e n t  s u b j e c t s .  H o w e v e r ,  m o s t  t e a c h e r s  d o ,  i n  f a c t ,  t e a c h  
s t u d e n t s  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  s k i l l s .  
S e v e r a l  c o n v e n i e n c e s  t o  w h i c h  A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  a r e  a c c u s t o m e d  a r e  n o t  f o u n d  
i n  t h e  C h i n e s e  s c h o o l s :  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  f r e e  t e x t b o o k s ,  s c h o o l  l u n c h  p r o g r a m s ,  s c h o o l  
b u s e s ,  a n d  c u s t o d i a l  c a r e .  S t u d e n t s  a r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  c l e a n i n g  t h e i r  o w n  
c l a s s r o o m s .  
T e a c h i n g  
T e a c h e r s  i n  C h i n a  s p e n d  c o n s i d e r a b l y  l e s s  t i m e  t e a c h i n g  c l a s s e s  t h a n  d o  
t e a c h e r s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  H i g h  s c h o o l  t e a c h e r s  t y p i c a l l y  t e a c h  t w e l v e  c l a s s e s  
p e r  w e e k ;  p r i m a r y  t e a c h e r s  a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  t e a c h  b e t w e e n  f o u r t e e n  a n d  e i g h t e e n  
c l a s s e s .  N o r m a l l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e y  h a v e  o n l y  o n e  p r e p a r a t i o n .  O c c a s i o n a l l y ,  
e n r o l l m e n t  n e c e s s i t a t e s  a  t e a c h e r ' s  h a v i n g  t o  t e a c h  a  s e c o n d  c o n t e n t .  S o m e t i m e s  
t e a c h e r s  h a v e  t o  c o v e r  f o r  o n e  a n o t h e r ,  s i n c e  C h i n e s e  s c h o o l s  d o  n o t  e m p l o y  
s u b s t i t u t e  t e a c h e r s .  
C l a s s  s i z e  i s  m u c h  l a r g e r  i n  C h i n a .  A l t h o u g h  I  c o u n t e d  a  l o w  o f  t h i r t y - s e v e n  
s t u d e n t s  i n  o n e  c l a s s  a n d  a  h i g h  o f  f i f t y - t w o  i n  a n o t h e r ,  m o s t  c l a s s e s  a r e  a  s t a n d a r d  
s i z e :  f o r t y - e i g h t  s t u d e n t s .  T h i s  d o e s  n o t  s e e m  t o  b e  a  p r o b l e m  f o r  t e a c h e r s ,  b e c a u s e  
l e s s o n s  a r e  f a s t  m o v i n g ,  c o m p l e t e l y  t e a c h e r  d i r e c t e d  a n d  r e l a t i v e l y  s h o r t  i n  d u r a t i o n .  
T e a c h e r s  a r e  a l s o  t r a i n e d  t o  c h a n g e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f t e n  a n d  t o  v a r y  s t u d e n t  r e s p o n s e  
m o d e s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  a r t s  a r e  u s e d  g e n e r o u s l y  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  r e s p o n s e ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  p r i m a r y  g r a d e s .  
C h i n e s e  t e a c h e r s  t a k e  g r e a t  p r i d e  i n  b e i n g  t h o r o u g h l y  p r e p a r e d  t o  t e a c h  t h e i r  
c l a s s e s .  D u r i n g  o u r  t e a c h e r - t o - t e a c h e r  e x c h a n g e s  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s c h o o l  v i s i t s ,  
t h e y  w e r e  a s t o n i s h e d  t o  l e a r n  o f  t h e  l a r g e  n u m b e r  o f  c l a s s r o o m  c o n t a c t  h o u r s  a n d  
t h e  m a n y  p r e p a r a t i o n s  r e q u i r e d  o f  t h e i r  A m e r i c a n  c o u n t e r p a r t s .  R e c u r r i n g  q u e s t i o n s  
w e r e ,  " H o w  c a n  y o u  p o s s i b l y  b e  p r e p a r e d ?  H o w  c a n  y o u  k e e p  f r o m  b u r n i n g  o u t ? "  
A  t e a c h i n g  d a y  f o r  C h i n e s e  t e a c h e r s  t y p i c a l l y  b e g i n s  a t  7 : 4 5 A . M .  a n d  c o n c l u d e s  
a b o u t  3 : 4 5 .  T h e  d a y  i s  s p e n t  i n  t e a c h i n g  t w o  t o  t h r e e  c l a s s e s ,  i n  l e s s o n  p l a n n i n g ,  i n  
c o l l a b o r a t i n g  w i t h  o t h e r  t e a c h e r s ,  a n d  i n  g r a d i n g  p a p e r s  a n d  p r e p a r i n g  e x a m s .  S i n c e  
t h e r e  i s  a  n a t i o n a l  c u r r i c u l u m  a n d  t e a c h e r s  u s u a l l y  h a v e  o n l y  o n e  p r e p a r a t i o n  p e r  
d a y ,  a  l a r g e  a m o u n t  o f  t i m e  i s  s p e n t  o n  g r a d i n g .  
T h e  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  m o d e l  w a s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e  A m e r i c a n  e d u c a t o r s ,  a n d  
o n e  w h i c h  c o u l d  p r o v e  t o  b e  b e n e f i c i a l  i n  o u r  o w n  s y s t e m .  C h i n e s e  t e a c h e r s  s p e n d  
t w o  o r  t h r e e  h o u r s  p e r  w e e k  p l a n n i n g  l e s s o n s  t o g e t h e r  a n d  t h e n  p e r i o d i c a l l y  
o b s e r v i n g  o n e  a n o t h e r  t e a c h .  T h e y  o f f e r  e a c h  o t h e r  f e e d b a c k  a n d  s u g g e s t i o n s .  
S h a r i n g  o f f i c e s  w i t h  t e a c h e r s  f r o m  t h e  s a m e  c o n t e n t  a r e a  a i d s  t h e  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .  
T e a c h e r  e v a l u a t i o n s  a r e  b a s e d  o n  t h r e e  c r i t e r i a :  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  t e a c h i n g ,  s t u d e n t  
a c h i e v e m e n t  o n  e x a m s ,  a n d  s t a n d a r d s  s e t  b y  i n d i v i d u a l  s c h o o l s .  
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Teacher Training 
Teachers in elementary, middle and high schools in China are predominantly high 
school graduates. With a baccalaureate degree it is possible to teach in a university. 
Students are free to choose to become teachers and usually do so by ninth grade. 
After graduating from ninth grade, prospective teachers attend a special high school 
for teacher preparation. The training takes at least three years and includes a heavy 
emphasis on psychology, child development, and meditation (thinking and 
reasoning). The program includes a generous amount of observation, teacher 
assisting, and working with children. 
Teacher Salaries 
Teacher salaries are much lower in China. Primary school teachers earn a salary 
of 400 yuan per month, or an equivalent of about $70. They can expect an increase 
to 600 yuan, or $105 per month after five years of teaching experience. Middle 
school and high school teachers also begin at about 600 yuan per month and can 
expect a raise after five years. By comparison, waitresses earn between 500-800 
yuan per month. Older apartments rent for 10 yuan per month and newer ones for 20 
yuan. In addition to salary, teachers often receive gifts from parents, usually food, 
often fish or other sea food. This has been a common practice for centuries. 
During an orientation at the National Institute of Education and Research, we 
learned that schools are encouraged to set up their own enterprises to improve 
teacher welfare. We encountered several schools that were doing just that. In 
Suzhou, one school we visited operates a plastics factory located immediately 
behind the school. Employees' children attend the school, along with other 
neighborhood children, and the principal of the school serves as the president of the 
factory as well. In Shanghai, one school operates a factory, a second a French 
pastry shop, and another accepts tuition paying high school students who (according 
to one displeased faculty member) could not otherwise pass the competency test to 
be admitted. This extra money supplements the low state salaries and is also used to 
purchase teaching materials and classroom equipment. 
Homework 
By fourth grade, homework can involve several hours of work per night. Students 
take home the lesson studied in class during school hours and practice reading and 
rereading it until they have mastered it. Then they write a summary of what they 
have read, and finally they prepare themselves to recite the lesson in class the 
following day. A parent signs their work for return to the teacher the following day. If 
the homework is not done properly, the teacher may work with a student before class 
or during the second hour of lunch. 
Rosenbaum (1983) described the arguments and strife in the home due to this 
large amount of homework. Apparently, the same is true a decade later. Teachers 
reported that if you give too much homework, "parents will make problems." 
According to Pan Zi You (1993), Director of the Division of Teaching Methodology for 
Reading, Teaching, and Music at the National Institute of Education and Research, 
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a l l o w e d  t o  b e  c h i l d r e n . "  P a r e n t s  w a n t  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  l e n g t h  o f  t h e  s c h o o l  d a y ,  t h e y  
w a n t  l e s s  p r e s s u r e  o n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e y  w a n t  l e s s  h o m e w o r k ,  a n d  t h e y  w a n t  m o r e  
l e i s u r e  t i m e  f o r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  M r .  P a n  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  r e f o r m s  a l o n g  t h e s e  l i n e s  a r e  
c u r r e n t l y  b e i n g  c o n s i d e r e d .  
L i b r a r i e s  
I t  w a s  e x p l a i n e d  a t  t h e  N a t i o n a l  I n s t i t u t e  o f  E d u c a t i o n  a n d  R e s e a r c h  t h a t  e v e r y  
s c h o o l  h a s  a  l i b r a r y ,  b u t  o n l y  a t  t h e  S u z h o u  E x p e r i m e n t a l  P r i m a r y  S c h o o l  w e r e  w e  
a b l e  t o  v i s i t  o n e .  T h i s  l i b r a r y  w a s  d i v i d e d  i n t o  t h r e e  s e c t i o n s .  T h e  f i r s t ,  f o r  s t u d e n t s ,  
c o n t a i n e d  c h i l d r e n ' s  l i t e r a t u r e ;  t h e  s e c o n d  c o n t a i n e d  r e f e r e n c e  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
m a t e r i a l s  f o r  t e a c h e r s ;  a n d  t h e  t h i r d  c o n t a i n e d  m a g a z i n e s  a n d  n e w s p a p e r s  m o s t l y  
f o r  a d u l t s .  
B o o k s  a p p e a r e d  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t  t o  b e  i n  n e a r l y  n e w  c o n d i t i o n ,  i n d i c a t i n g  l i t t l e  
u s e .  M a n y  o f  t h e  v o l u m e s  w e r e  d u s t y .  S t u d e n t s  i n  t h i s  s c h o o l  w e r e  n o t  a l l o w e d  t o  
c h e c k  o u t  b o o k s  o r  e v e n  t o  v i s i t  t h e  l i b r a r y  o n  t h e i r  o w n ;  t h e y  w e r e  s u p e r v i s e d  b y  a  
t e a c h e r  a t  a l l  t i m e s .  O n e  t e a c h e r  e x p l a i n e d ,  " H o w  c a n  y o u  b e  s u r e  t h e y  a r e  
c o m p r e h e n d i n g  w h a t  t h e y  a r e  r e a d i n g  i f  t h e y  d o n ' t  h a v e  s u p e r v i s i o n  a n d  d i r e c t i o n ? "  
P e r s o n a l l y  s e l e c t e d  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  r o u t i n e l y  r e c i t e d  t o  t h e  t e a c h e r .  E v e n  h i g h  s c h o o l  
s t u d e n t s  t y p i c a l l y  w r i t e  s u m m a r i e s  a n d  g i v e  r e p o r t s  a b o u t  t h e i r  r e a d i n g s ,  a n d  m u c h  
o f  w h a t  i s  r e a d  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  t e x t  i s  a s s i g n e d  a n d  m o n i t o r e d .  O n e  h i g h  s c h o o l  
t e a c h e r  s t a t e d ,  " T h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  k n o w l e d g e  i n  p o p u l a r  n o v e l s  a n d  m a t e r i a l s .  T h e  
t r e a s u r e  o f  w o r l d  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  u n l i m i t e d ,  a n d  s t u d e n t s  o u g h t  t o  b e  r e a d i n g  c l a s s i c s . "  
A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  N a t i o n a l  I n s t i t u t e  o f  E d u c a t i o n  a n d  R e s e a r c h ,  p a r e n t s  a n d  o t h e r  
m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  d o  n o t  h a v e  a c c e s s  t o  s c h o o l  l i b r a r i e s .  I n  m a n y  l a r g e  
c i t i e s ,  a  c e n t r a l  p u b l i c  f a c i l i t y  p r o v i d e s  l i b r a r i e s  a n d  o t h e r  a c t i v i t i e s  f o r  c h i l d r e n .  I n  
B e i j i n g ,  t h e  l i b r a r y  i s  l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  C h i l d r e n ' s  P a l a c e .  I n  r u r a l  a r e a s ,  t h e r e  a r e  
c h i l d r e n ' s  c e n t e r s  w i t h  l i b r a r i e s .  
D i s c i p l i n e  
S i m i l a r  t o  i n f o r m a t i o n  r e p o r t e d  b y  K e n n e d y  ( 1 9 9 4 ) ,  w e  o b s e r v e d  e s s e n t i a l l y  n o  
d i s c i p l i n e  p r o b l e m s  i n  a n y  o f  t h e  s c h o o l s  w e  v i s i t e d ,  d e s p i t e  l a r g e  c l a s s e s  a n d  
s o m e w h a t  c r o w d e d  c o n d i t i o n s .  P l a y g r o u n d s  o f t e n  h a d  2 0 0  t o  3 0 0  c h i l d r e n  p l a y i n g  a t  
o n e  t i m e ,  w i t h  v e r y  l i t t l e  o r  n o  p l a y g r o u n d  e q u i p m e n t .  O c c a s i o n a l l y  o n e  t e a c h e r  
o b s e r v e d  f r o m  a  w i n d o w  o r  d o o r w a y ,  b u t  o n l y  o n c e  d i d  I  s e e  a  n e e d  f o r  i n t e r v e n t i o n .  
T w o  s e v e n - y e a r - o l d s ,  a  b o y  a n d  a  g i r l ,  w e r e  j u m p i n g  r o p e ,  w h e n  a  s e c o n d  b o y  r a n  
i n t o  t h e m ,  k n o c k i n g  t h e  g i r l  d o w n  a n d  c a u s i n g  h e r  t o  c r y .  A  t e a c h e r  i m m e d i a t e l y  
e m e r g e d  f r o m  a  d o o r w a y ,  d u s t e d  o f f  t h e  g i r l ,  c o u n s e l e d  t h e  b o y ,  a n d  s e n t  h i m  o n  h i s  
w a y  b a c k  t o  t h e  c l a s s r o o m .  H e  l e f t  c h e e r f u l l y ,  s k i p p i n g  a n d  s m i l i n g .  
I  o b s e r v e d  t w o  f o r t y - m i n u t e  r e a d i n g  l e s s o n s  i n  f i r s t  g r a d e  c l a s s r o o m s  w i t h  5 2  i n  
o n e  c l a s s  a n d  4 8  i n  t h e  o t h e r .  T h e  i n s t r u c t i o n  w a s  v e r y  i n t e n s e  a n d  e n t i r e l y  t e a c h e r -
d i r e c t e d .  S t u d e n t s  f o c u s e d  i n t e n t l y  o n  t h e  t e a c h e r  a n d  r e s p o n d e d  a t  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  
t i m e s ,  o b v i o u s l y  o u t  o f  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  t e a c h e r  a n d  n o t  o u t  o f  f e a r  o f  c o r p o r a l  
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punishment. In fact, we found teachers as a whole to be very kind individuals who 
were genuinely concerned for their students. 
Following classroom observations, we were treated to light refreshments of fruit, 
candies, and hot tea. During this time, we could exchange questions and ideas 
relating to research and practice in reading/language arts and discipline problems. 
For instance, teachers acknowledged that they sometimes had discipline problems, 
but not of a serious nature. The procedure for handling a problem is very clear and 
straightforward. First, the teacher simply talks to the student, who is expected to 
"confess his sins" and apologize to the other students in the class. The teacher pays 
special attention to this student, both in class and after class. The teacher might say, 
"This is your character fault; you must work to get rid of it" (Ge, 1993). The teacher's 
special caring attention nearly always gets the student back on track. If these 
methods fail, parents are contacted to help resolve the problem. However, teachers 
with recurrent discipline problems are asked first to examine themselves and their 
teaching methods, because the problem may lie with the teacher rather than the 
student. 
At the National Institute of Education and Research, we were first jokingly told 
concerning discipline: "We don't have to worry about weapons." But there is concern 
in China about the status of discipline in the home. With the government "one family-
one child" policy, there is a general feeling that children are becoming spoiled. Some 
parents refer to their child as "little emperor." Single children often dominate two 
generations in the home-parents and grandparents. Because these children are 
required to do little work at home, it is believed that the school must teach them to 
work. Also, special programs are being filmed for government television to try to 
educate the families about the serious nature of this situation. 
Educational Lessons We Can Learn From Each Other 
As the trip progressed, I became convinced that American and Chinese teachers 
can benefit from incorporating the strengths of the other into their programs. Lessons 
which we can learn from Chinese educators include: 
1. More integration of the arts. The arts are valued in the Chinese schools. Art and 
music instruction are integrated into the curriculum beginning in kindergarten. 
Many of the children's classroom drawings are advanced for their chronological 
ages. We observed a group of one hundred third graders in a music class who 
could read music. In our own schools, music and art are the first to be cut when 
funds are short. In many American schools, children get a mere thirty to forty 
minutes of art instruction per week, often from a push-in cart. 
2. More teacher preparation time. Because Chinese teachers typically teach two to 
three identical class sessions per day, even in the elementary schools, much 
emphasis is placed on preparedness, a sharp contrast to our own elementary 
teachers, who can be expected to teach language arts, math, science, social 
studies, health, and often art, music, and physical education. Our junior high and 
high school teachers normally teach at least five classes per day and commonly 
have as many as three preparations. American teachers frequently complain 
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n  k i n d e r g a r t e n .  
i r  c h r o n o l o g i c a l  
1 u s i c  c l a s s  w h o  
t o  b e  c u t  w h e n  
e  t h i r t y  t o  f o r t y  
1 l l y  t e a c h  t w o  t o  
s c h o o l s ,  m u c h  
1 w n  e l e m e n t a r y  
s c i e n c e ,  s o c i a l  
j u n i o r  h i g h  a n d  
a n d  c o m m o n l y  
J e n t l y  c o m p l a i n  
a b o u t  f e e l i n g  h a r r i e d  a n d  n o t  h a v i n g  s u f f i c i e n t  t i m e  t o  p r e p a r e  o r  t o  g r a d e  
p a p e r s  .  
3 .  C h i l d  d e v e l o p m e n t  p r i n c i p l e s .  C h i n e s e  t e a c h e r s  a r e  v e r y  m u c h  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  
s t a g e s  o f  c o g n i t i v e  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  t h e i r  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  l e a r n i n g .  A  c o n s c i o u s  
e f f o r t  i s  m a d e  t o  t e a c h  f r o m  t h e  c o n c r e t e  t o  t h e  a b s t r a c t  a n d  t o  v a r y  a c t i v i t i e s  
a n d  t h e  m o d e s  o f  l e a r n i n g .  E v e n  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  s h o r t  c l a s s e s  f o l l o w e d  b y  1 0 - 1 5  
m i n u t e  b r e a k s  r e f l e c t  a t t e n t i o n  t o  s o u n d  l e a r n i n g  t h e o r y .  T h e  s c h o o l  d a y  
p r o g r e s s e s  a t  a  r e l a t i v e l y  m o r e  r e l a x e d  p a c e  t h a n  i t  d o e s  i n  A m e r i c a n  s c h o o l s .  
T h e  s c h o o l  d a y  i s  l o n g e r ,  b u t  t h e  a c t u a l  n u m b e r  o f  c l a s s r o o m  m i n u t e s  s p e n t  i n  
i n s t r u c t i o n  i s  o n l y  s l i g h t l y  m o r e  t h a n  o u r s ,  w h e n  t h e  t w o - h o u r  l u n c h  a n d  b e t w e e n -
c l a s s  b r e a k s  a r e  t a k e n  i n t o  a c c o u n t .  
4 .  K i n d  a n d  c a r i n g  c o n c e r n  o f  t e a c h e r s  f o r  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s .  T e a c h e r s  c a r e  d e e p l y  f o r  
t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  a n d  h a v e  h i g h  e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r  t h e m .  W e  d i d  n o t  n o t e  t h e  s e n s e  o f  
b l a m i n g  t h a t  s o m e t i m e s  p r e v a i l s  i n  A m e r i c a n  s c h o o l s :  i . e . ,  n o  p a r e n t a l  s u p p o r t ,  
p o o r  s t u d e n t  m o t i v a t i o n ,  o r  b a d  c o m m u n i t y  e n v i r o n m e n t .  C h i n e s e  t e a c h e r s  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  c a n  l e a r n  a n d  t h a t  i f  t h e y  a r e n ' t  l e a r n i n g ,  t h e n  t e a c h i n g  
m e t h o d s ,  t e a c h e r  b e h a v i o r s ,  a n d  s t u d e n t  a t t i t u d e s  n e e d  t o  b e  c h a n g e d .  
5 .  T i m e  o n  t a s k .  S t u d e n t s  s p e n d  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  t i m e  o n  t a s k ,  r e c e i v i n g  d i r e c t  
i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  t h e  c l a s s r o o m .  V e r y  l i t t l e  t i m e  i s  w a s t e d ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  
A m e r i c a n  c l a s s r o o m ,  w h e r e  i n t e r r u p t i o n s  a r e  o f t e n  t h e  n o r m .  I n  C h i n a ,  
i n s t r u c t i o n  i s  i n t e n s e  a n d  f o c u s s e d ,  w i t h  t e a c h i n g  o b j e c t i v e s  c l e a r l y  i n  m i n d .  
T e a c h e r s  u s e  s t r u c t u r e d ,  g u i d e d  p r a c t i c e ,  w i t h  m u c h  t e a c h e r  q u e s t i o n i n g .  
6 .  H i g h  s c h o o l  c u r r i c u l u m .  S t u d e n t s  g r a d u a t i n g  f r o m  h i g h  s c h o o l  h a v e  c o m p l e t e d  
f o u r  y e a r s  o f  m a t h ,  b i o l o g y ,  c h e m i s t r y ,  a n d  p h y s i c s .  I t  i s  l i t t l e  w o n d e r  t h a t  
C h i n e s e  s t u d e n t s  o u t p e r f o r m  A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  i n  m a t h  a n d  s c i e n c e .  
7 .  S m a l l e r  l e a r n i n g  p a c k a g e s .  I n s t r u c t i o n  p r o c e e d s  a t  a  m u c h  s l o w e r  p a c e  i n  
C h i n a .  I t  i s  p a c k a g e d  i n  s m a l l e r  u n i t s  a n d  c o n t a i n s  m u c h  r e v i e w  a n d  o v e r -
l e a r n i n g .  T h e i r  t h i n  t e x t b o o k s  c o n t a i n  s m a l l e r  d a i l y  l e s s o n s ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  
" q u a n t i t y  o v e r  q u a l i t y "  p r a c t i c e  t h a t  s o m e t i m e s  o c c u r s  i n  o u r  o w n  s y s t e m .  
8 .  T e a c h e r  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .  T h e  i d e a  o f  t e a c h e r s  p l a n n i n g  l e s s o n s  t o g e t h e r ,  
o b s e r v i n g  o n e  a n o t h e r ,  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  f e e d b a c k  a n d  s u g g e s t i o n s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
a p p e a l i n g  t o  m e .  A m e r i c a n  e d u c a t o r s  a t  t h e  s e c o n d a r y  l e v e l  t e n d  t o  o p e r a t e  
a p a r t  f r o m  o t h e r  c o n t e n t - a r e a  t e a c h e r s  a n d  o f t e n  f r o m  t e a c h e r s  w i t h i n  t h e i r  o w n  
d e p a r t m e n t .  
C h i n e s e  e d u c a t o r s  s e e m  s i n c e r e  i n  t h e i r  d e s i r e  t o  w a n t  t o  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  
A m e r i c a n  e d u c a t i o n  s y s t e m  a n d  t o  i m p r o v e  i n s t r u c t i o n  f o r  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s .  S t r e n g t h s  I  
f e e l  o u r  s y s t e m  c a n  o f f e r  t h e m  f o l l o w :  
1 .  M o r e  s t u d e n t  i n t e r a c t i o n  i n  c l a s s e s .  I n s t r u c t i o n  i n  C h i n e s e  c l a s s r o o m s  t e n d s  t o  
b e  v e r y  t e a c h e r - d i r e c t e d .  L i t t l e  t i m e  i s  a l l o c a t e d  f o r  s t u d e n t  i n t e r a c t i o n  o r  f o r  
s t u d e n t - g e n e r a t e d  q u e s t i o n s .  T e a c h e r  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  n e a r l y  a l w a y s  o f  a  l o w e r  
l e v e l  i n  t e r m s  o f  B l o o m ' s  T a x o n o m y ,  a n d  t e n d  t o  r e q u i r e  a n s w e r s  v e r b a t i m  f r o m  
t h e  t e x t .  I f  t h i n k i n g  a n d  r e a s o n i n g  s k i l l s  a r e  t o  b e  d e v e l o p e d ,  s t u d e n t s  n e e d  t o  b e  
c h a l l e n g e d  a t  h i g h e r  l e v e l s  a n d  w i t h  o p e n - e n d e d  q u e s t i o n s .  
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2. Less teacher control of the learning process. Chinese teachers are considered 
the informational authorities in their classrooms and become predominantly 
dispensers of knowledge (Paine, 1990). Students need to take charge of their 
own learning at some point and need to be encouraged and given the 
opportunity to do so. 
3. More integrative writing. Writing in China is required regularly and is essentially 
connected with homework. Writing assignments, however, nearly always involve 
summarizing, analyzing and reporting on materials read from the text. A broader 
spectrum of writing is valued in the American classroom and includes creative 
writing, essays, poetry, research, journals, etc. 
4. Student collaboration. Chinese students work alone on assignments, and the 
teacher is the sole audience for student writings. American educators have found 
that students learn from one another in verbal interaction and in working together 
on tasks. Greater understanding is gained through thinking, planning, debating, 
and exploring other points of view. 
5. Libraries. Access to school libraries is very controlled in China. Teachers want to 
monitor what students read and then check for comprehension either orally or in 
written form. Little emphasis is placed on free and recreational reading. 
American educators value and support reading for pleasure as a means of 
encouraging life-long learning and literacy growth. 
6. More open college enrollment. In China, the middle school and high school 
concept is one of screening and elimination, so that only the top students are 
able to attend college. I frequently asked high school seniors if and where they 
would attend college. The answers were always the same: "We hope so, Sir, but 
we don't know if we can, or where." Students take comprehensive examinations 
and apply to colleges and universities, but enrollment is very limited. 
7. Less instructional regimentation. Instruction in China is dominated by a pattern of 
teach, regurgitate, and test. It is a form of mastery learning to the extreme. Little 
value is placed on student schema or prior knowledge. Instruction is very 
stimulus-response oriented with, as Paine (1990) observes, "the textbook as the 
source of knowledge, and the teacher as the presenter of that knowledge" (p.51 ). 
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